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 The Problem of Violence 

 

Murder is probably the clearest indication of violence. Since Food for the Poor's Agriculture for Peace project 

began, our target communities have not had a single murder -- neither domestic nor gang related. In the past we 

have witnessed other indications of gang violence, for example, threats against vulnerable families, forced 

deportations, extortion, and forced recruitment of young people to join gangs. The forced recruitment implies 

violence because full entry into a gang is predicated on committing an anonymous murder as a means of 

demonstrating loyalty. Since the project Agriculture for Peace began there has been a 100% reduction of gang 

recruitment, forced deportations and extortion.  

It would be a fallacy to attribute this radical change entirely to the Agriculture for Peace program. The 

International Red Cross has supported a number of projects aimed at social inclusion in the same zone of 

influence as the Agriculture for Peace program. Among these are repair and building small infrastructure, for 

example, athletic facilities, community centers, and repair of schools. Another class of projects sponsored by 

the Red Cross includes micro-credit and support for starting small businesses. These are all laudable efforts and 

have contributed o social stability in the municipality.  

I mention these at the beginning of this narrative report because they began at the same time that we 

inaugurated the Agriculture for Peace program and we hoped initially to work closely with the Red Cross to 

contribute to our shared goals. In order to plan this synergy we agreed to meet for three sessions with staffs 

from both initiatives to present our projects, plan calendars together and share material resources. For example, 

the Red Cross project does not include nutrition or agriculture. The deficiency we encountered in our projected 

work was training the beneficiary families in home economics and planning for sustainability after the project 

funding ends. We had hoped that our beneficiaries could receive some training in how to start a small business 

and also gain access to working capital. While the President of The Red Cross encouraged these (and other) 

collaborations, his staff did not share his enthusiasm and failed even to assist in the planned meetings to share 

information. In this, the Red Cross has demonstrated the typical behavior of most NGOs, preferring to work in 

isolation and also in competition. 

At the very beginning of the initiative of Agriculture for Peace, one of our priority communities experienced a 

high degree of violence perpetrated by the police and the Armed Forces of El Salvador. The caserio in question 

was Despertar, a sector of the larger community of Milagrosa. A police "informant" in the community advised 

the police of a series of "secret" meetings that had taken place in one of the homes. These were meetings 

organized by local leaders and included our nutrition and health team. While it is true that some in attendance 

had some gang affiliation, but by no means were the meetings gang related. As punishment the police led a 

midnight operation against the caserio and this household in particular.  



The operation included temporary detention of 14 members of the community, including six participants in the 

Agriculture for Peace project. The house where we had met was emptied of all its content -- furniture, clothing, 

personal mementos, etc. -- which were burned in the street. The police wanted to make a statement and they 

were successful in doing so. We were not able to reorganize work in this community for four months. Despite 

our efforts to communicate with the police and the district attorney (fiscalia), and to describe the project that we 

were implementing in this community, they have continued to act in a deplorable manner against this 

community and to rely on this one confidential informant as a justification to launch attacks against members of 

the community. A month ago two leaders from this same community were also detained on this basis of this 

same informant and the local Catholic church has instigated legal proceedings to put the police and fiscal on 

alert as to how this unsubstantiated means of accusing people of  "terrorism" needs to be put in check. 

I cite this case as an illustration of some of the unanticipated difficulties the Agriculture for Peace program has 

encountered since its start. As we were very clear to state in our original proposal for this program, our target 

population is not members of gangs; but what does gang membership really mean?  By conservative estimates 

el Salvador has 75,000 fully active gang members.  These are supported by 250,000 "friends or associates".  We 

believe that the friend or associate category is much larger, and in our zone of influence alone the numbers are 

close to 5,000. Since El Salvador implemented its "special measures" to end eliminate gangs and reduce gang 

recruitment, the line between gang members and associates and friends has become blurred. Gang members are 

officially designated "terrorist" organizations and even conversing with these terrorists is sufficient to have 

one's rights suspended and be detained. Hence, meetings with people considered "friends" and associates -- with 

no actual gang member present -- is cause for great consternation.  

The most striking feature of the Agriculture for Peace program is our focus on local, community organization 

and continuing sustainability of the peace initiative when funding from Food for the Poor and the Conflict and 

Development Foundation ends. In this we are distinctly different from the Red Cross, Plan International and 

other, mostly USAID-funded programs. Our nutrition and health committees, cultural and educational 

committees are now emerging as autonomous community efforts, albeit in coordination with the larger Initiative 

for Peace program of the local parishes and evangelical churches. Our strategy to avoid violent confrontations 

with the local police and military has developed a five-point action plan: 

1. When the police or military act in an arbitrary and inappropriate manner in their operations, we 

document and denounce these acts through civil human rights organizations.  

2. We have made a special effort to collaborate with the local police in their community policing 

activities, to help the police to get or know the community better. 

3. All activities of the Agriculture for Peace initiative are publicized and the general public is informed 

of their purpose. 

4. We have changed our initial rule that limits entry into the program by keeping and open curriculum, 

or entry. We have had to change our orientation and educational activities to allow repeat of courses and 

training sessions. 

While guarding the confidentiality of our subject, we have made an effort to keep the police informed of 

our activities. 

Flexibility and creativity: learning as we go 



The original proposal for the Agriculture for Peace program called for us to create community hydroponic 

gardens using plant beds made from one square meter wood pallets. This is the principle method used in 

CHINAMPA - with a substrate of gravely earth called cascajo. We counted on a plentiful supply of pallets from 

regular shipments of donated goods from Food for the Poor. Unfortunately, the quality of the pallets and their 

quantity did not allow us to proceed in this fashion.  The estimated cost of these pallet beds was $5.00. The 

labor was provided by youth from the beneficiary communities enrolled in an ancillary project to learn 

carpentry skills. It became necessary to buy pallets at a cost of 2 dollars per pallet. This was not only prohibitive 

for the foundation but it would prove a discouragement in the future for the participating families. 

The participating communities came up with a number of creative solutions, but were informed by the New 

Horizons administration that they had to follow the strict guidelines of the project. This rigid compliance 

seemed incorrect to me because it discouraged creativity and adaptability. With a green light to adapt, the 

communities came up with a number of inexpensive and better ways to grow their hydroponic vegetables. 

Among these: 

1. Water bottles.  The companies that distribute water to institutions, restaurants and offices bottle the water in 

three gallon bottles. These plastic bottles sometimes crack or develop other problem and cannot be recycled for 

water. Normally they are sold to plastic recyclers for cents per pound.  We asked two of the water distribution 

companies to donate 300 used bottles and they have proven a better source for hydroponics, being more flexible 

and mobile.  They are also deeper than the 10 centimeter pallet beds allowing us to develop eggplant, papaya 

and chiles. 

2. Soda bottles. We developed a number of applications using two-liter soda bottles.  In one application the soda 

bottles are laced with wire and suspended in a wooden frame. The plants are developed in each bottle with a 

meter frame holding 36 plants, the same amount used in wooden pallets.  Another, simpler but very efficient 

application is to suspend the reversed bottle from an overhead beam for support.  This has proven especially 

useful in growing spinach. 

3. Plastic covered boxes.  These boxes came to us from Food for the Poor. We have over two thousand in 

reserve and use them as a mobile sub strata source for the cultivation of herbs, chipilin and spinach. 

Commercialization 

The long term success of Agriculture for Peace will depend on the ability of the family-participants to sustain 

their production; this, in turn requires that they are able to acquire the micro and macro nutrients to continue 

production.  It also requires that they are able to acquire rocks to replenish their hydroponic beds. The 

CHINAMPA Center imports the basic nutrient raw materials and produces gallons of these nutrients that can be 

diluted and used with no professional supervision. But these have a cost and not all of the families have 

sufficient skill at production to guarantee the income required to purchase the nutrients. \ 

What we have observed, however, is that in each community there are families with more skill and commercial 

understanding to guarantee sustainability.  These families can produce for their neighbors, for their own 

consumption and be able to purchase the nutrients from their sales. In the last months of this program we are 

going to focus on these families. 

First, we have received a seed capital of five thousand dollars to allow us to provide credit to these families. In 

October, a volunteer with experience in communal banks will begin training with these families. 



Second, we have established a Sunday green garden market program in three churches in the area, offering leafy 

vegetables and eggplant. This will provide income to the producing families. 

Third, we will continue to promote balanced nutrition through the health and nutrition committees we have been 

able to establish through the Agriculture for Peace program. 

Unexpected outcomes 

The Scottish poet, Robert Burns wrote in his poem, To a Mouse:  

 The best laid schemes of mice and men 

 Go often askew, 

 and leave us nothing but grief and pain, 

 for promised joy! 

Burns was reflecting on the fate of a field mouse whose nest was upturned by a farmer’s plough. But sometimes 

the best laid plans of mice and men result in unexpected and positive outcomes.  

The unanticipated outcomes of the Agriculture for Peace program are the real measure of the program's success. 

First, all of the beneficiary communities now have active committees in health, nutrition and cultural 

enrichment. These committees are not viewed as in place of elected directives or church groups, but rather as 

working committees able and willing to work with any other community organization. We have assiduously 

avoided having these working committees identified with religious groups, nor have any religious groups been 

eager to be so identified. While all of the committees are in communities previously identified with the Mara 

18, the gangs have not interfered or attempted to influence their work. The committees have definitely 

challenged the gangs' influence and power in the communities, but there has been no retaliation. 

Second, all but one of the communities has formed youth groups to undergo leadership training in the Cultural 

Center's Eco-Ventura Program. This program is based on the Outward Bound and Project Adventure programs 

in the United States and emphasized learning through direct experience. The twelve week course is divided into 

self-esteem and confidence, resolving conflict through team building and leadership. The one community that 

has not participated is due to begin the course in January.  

Third, all of the communities have begun to organize to solve other problems that afflict them, for example, the 

introduction of electricity, road improvement and the development of sport and recreational programs. The New 

Horizons Foundation will put the social community facilitator on full time salary next years to provide 

continuity to these initiatives. Our first step will be to provide a course on strategic planning to all of the 

community directives.  

Fourth, the nutritional subsidy for needy families will be continued in all of the communities, with the 

coordination of three Catholic parishes. The subsidy program requires careful monitoring of the participants' 

children with monthly weighing and measure of the children. The subsidy consists in a blend of rice and soy, 

for which all of the beneficiary families have received instruction under the Agriculture for Peace program, 

 

 


